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III. Qualifications & Occupations
A Study on the German Qualifications System
Dong-im Lee · Deong-ki Kim
In establishing a new qualifications system or preparing measures to solve 
operational problems of Korea's qualifications system, foreign qualifications serve 
as an important benchmark. In particular, German qualifications have drawn interest 
not only in Korea but also in many other countries, for they are highly field-based 
and utilized. However, there has been only limited studies on German qualifications. 
That is, skills related qualifications that are closely related with the dual system 
have been studied, but so far there have been very few studies on occupational 
qualifications related to school education and professional qualifications. Therefore, 
this study aims to make a comprehensive analysis on the managerial and operational 
status of German qualifications by type, and to identify advantages, problems and 
implications of the German qualifications system.
Results
□ The German Qualifications System
One unique feature of German qualifications is that they are highly field-based 
due to the legacy of the handicraft work era remaining stronger in Germany than 
in other European countries. In 1811, the guild seemed to fall apart just as in other 
European countries with expanded freedom of sales, but in 1897 a traditional 
handicraft training system was legalized.
German qualifications are linked to education and training programs. In other 
words, qualifications examination is accommodated as a part of education and 
training programs. Therefore, improved quality management of education and 
training increases field applicability and credibility of qualification examinations. 
Qualifications in Germany have been managed and operated by trade unions and 
employers bodies. That is, the government has made training and qualifications to 
be legally effective on matters agreed by labor and management, which can be seen 
as an outcome of a long standing cooperative relationship between labor and 
management concerning occupational competency development. 
German qualifications are unique in that it is profession-based. The scope of work 
in one qualification subject constitutes one profession. Therefore, it is essential to 
receive specific education and training, and acquire qualifications in order to advance 
into the labor market. Qualification holders are tend to find employment more easily 
than those non-holders.
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□ Management and Operation of German Qualifications and Examinations
German qualifications are classified based on the Federal Law on Vocational 
Education and Training (engineer and meister qualifications), based on state 
education laws (technician and engineer qualifications), and based on individual 
laws (national professionals such as doctor and teacher).
Examinations concerning occupational qualifications based on the Federal Law 
on Vocational Education and Training is governed by chamber that represents 
corporate interests, and employers bodies make major decisions. These are composed 
of members of the examination committee that is in charge of quality management 
of examinations. The completion of the training program is the prerequisite for 
technician qualifications examination that is closely related with the dual system. 
A significant working experience is required for applicants who have not completed 
the training program except meister qualification. There is a systematic framework 
for establishment of new qualifications. Businesses manage the quality of 
qualifications and examinations are carried out in various ways including written, 
performance and oral tests. 
Qualifications based on state education laws are educational and occupational 
qualifications. Therefore, the completion of school education program is a 
precondition for applicants. Examinations are administered by the school providing 
education programs, with the principal, teachers and professors constituting the 
examination committee. The school performs evaluations on a regular basis to ensure 
the quality of qualifications.
There are two stages to examinations for professional qualifications. The first one 
is the college graduation examination and the second one is the examination 
administered by relevant professional bodies. Applying for the second test requires 
about two years of working experience after the first test and the final qualification 
is awarded based on the evaluation of work experience. Only college graduates are 
allowed to apply for the tests, which are carried out in various ways including 
written and oral examination, thesis submission and class demonstration (for teacher 
qualification applicants). The examination committee is composed of public officials 
at competent ministries, professors, professional program instructors (for teacher 
qualification applicants) and  school principal for field studies. 
□ Recent Reforms in German Qualifications
First, reforms are being made to increase the flexibility of qualifications, since 
the problems of German qualifications are attributed mainly to the lack of flexibility. 
In particular, there is a mismatch between supply and demand, because the 
introduction of new qualifications has not been flexible in responding to the external 
environment. To solve this problem, an "early recognition system" was introduced 
to establish new qualification subjects in a flexible manner based on scientific 
judgements. Nevertheless, it is not easy in new service areas to introduce new 
qualification subjects due to the absence of relevant labor and management bodies. 
Second, reforms have been made to achieve equality between occupational 
education and general education so as to provide higher education opportunities  
to occupational qualification acquirers, thereby promoting their lifelong learning. 
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Meanwhile, relevant stakeholders have agreed to build the qualification framework. 
Similarly, an institutional framework has been established for the sake of equality 
between occupational qualification and educational qualification, but there has been 
difficulty inducing agreements from colleges.
Third, reforms are underway, seeking to innovate the testing method so that tests 
are conducted in a more comprehensive manner to accommodate what is needed 
in the field and practicality. However, difficulties remain in applying standardization 
of test, to overcome which it is absolutely required to improve expertise of the 
examination committee. For this, a professional expert group was formed to support 
the examination committee and the group members provide advice on qualification 
subjects and improvement of test standards.
Implications
German qualifications offer a number of implications as the following. First, the 
management and operation of German qualifications are driven by customer needs. 
In particular, businesses play a key role and trade unions, as a partner, also 
participate in the decision-making process concerning qualifications. Meanwhile, the 
government legalizes only what was agreed between employer bodies and trade 
unions.
Second, qualifications are linked to education, training and work. Especially, there 
is a strong link between qualifications, education and training, and it is easier to 
get a job after acquiring qualifications.
Third, the quality of qualification examination is managed by the industry.
Fourth, new qualification subjects are established on a systematic manner on the 
ground of "early recognition system".
Fifth, flexibility is being sought for the management of qualifications. In particular, 
it is possible to award unit qualification in qualifications related with improvement 
training. 
Sixth, a comprehensive examination method was introduced with improvement 
of examination method.
Seventh, efforts are being made to achieve value equivalence between occupational 
qualifications and educational qualifications in order to promote lifelong learning.
